Childrenís social exclusion in the classroom is a threat to the sustainability of education. Teachers should be sensitised to this issue, which raises important implications for teacher education. This paper reports on an action research study in the context of pre-service teacher education aimed at enriching prospective early childhood educatorsí perspectives on childrenís social exclusion in the classroom and heightening their awareness of themselves as key figures in reducing it. A teacher capable of dealing with childrenís social exclusion was the focus of investigation. The students engaged in envisioning through negotiation of meaning in written critical discourse with peers in an e-learning environment (google.docs spreadsheet). Qualitative content analysis of studentsí writings suggests viewing pre-service teachersí professional development towards readiness to address childrenís social exclusion in the classroom as movement along a continuum. The study also implies that the performed action research was transformative in that it contributed to a heightened awareness of childrenís social exclusion in the classroom among prospective early childhood educators and their awakened commitment to become teachers capable of addressing this problem.
Introduction
Current philosophical thought is unanimous that at the turn of the millennia we are witnessing a dramatic disintegration and deterioration in the social fabric which is a direct result of profound alienation in both human-nature and inter-human relationships (Orr, 1992; Huckle, 1996; Naess, 2000; Ryland, 2000; Berry, 2009 ). Problems such as crime, suicide and various kinds of addiction are only some of the consequences of the alienated human mindset which emerged in the times of modernity (Capra, 1984) and whose vestiges still continue to shape the way a great part of humanity perceives the world and themselves within it. Social exclusion is another salient example of such alienated frame of reference which effectively dominates and shapes the public thinking, and exacerbates the unsustainable tendencies in nowadays society. DOI: 10.1515 DOI: 10. /dcse-2015 This problem is particularly sharply felt by the most vulnerable part of the population ñ the young. Childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings comes to be recognised as a serious threat which undermines social sustainability, not least the sustainability of education, and therefore deserves most serious consideration (Ged˛˚ne & Ged˛˚ne, 2012) . In the present paper it is broadly conceived as a learnersí experience of deprivation from successful and meaningful participation in the social and academic life which unfolds in the classroom setting.
Multiple investigations suggest that the teacher is a key player whose professional frame of mind and ensuing teaching practice to a great extent determine whether learners will find themselves included in or excluded from the academic and social life of the classroom (Brikcer, 2000; Silverman, 2007; Pijl & Frissen, 2009) . Such a perspective has significant implications for teacher education for sustainability which comes to be seen as preparation to deal with this burning issue in educatorsí day-to-day practice. Findings from our previous research emphasise the need to address the issue of social exclusion in teacher education programmes by raising prospective educatorsí awareness of the problem and their responsibility to overcome it (Ged˛˚ne & Ged˛˚ne, 2010) . Such agenda subsumes targeting changes in practice via a crucial intermediate step of changes in thinking ñ in how pre-service teachers perceive and interpret social exclusion or, in other words, in how they frame it.
As stated above, an individualís practice is determined by their mindset or frame of reference. A frame of reference is generically defined in transformative learning theory as a set of assumptions about the world through which humans filter their experiences to interpret them and obtain an orientation for action (Mezirow, 2000) . Education, in terms of this theory, is all about facilitating transformation in learnersí frames of reference ñ helping individuals become aware of their assumptions, critically examine them in light of alternatives and, in case their own are found wanting, embrace new, more appropriate ones (Kitchenham, 2008) . It follows that, to prepare to deal with childrenís social exclusion in their classrooms, teachers should be helped to uncover and evaluate their assumptions about the phenomenon of exclusion and of appropriate teaching practices to address it. The pedagogical goal of such critical examination is that of awakening prospective educators to viewing exclusion as a personally relevant problem and recognising themselves as key figures responsible for tackling it.
According to transformative learning theory, the means to an end of such transformation is learnersí involvement in critical reflection. The latter is construed as a process by which individuals question taken-for-granted assumptions which constitute their frames of reference (Yorks & Kasl, 2006) in the light of new knowledge or experience (Cranton, 2002) or, in other words, subject to doubt what they have heretofore routinely believed in and accepted as truth (Cranton, 2000) . Critical reflection is most effective if it occurs not only on an individual plane but also in reflexive discourse with co-learners ñ in an inter-subjective conversation whose purpose is to evaluate habitual perspectives on different phenomena in light of alternative interpretations (Daloz, 2000) . According to Mezirow (2000) , learnersí engagement in discourse with peers leads towards a clearer understanding by tapping into collective experience in order to arrive at a tentative best judgement about an issue of concern and about the desired course of action to address it. This study rests on an assumption that one of the tasks of teacher education for sustainability is preparing teachers to deal with childrenís social exclusion in their class-rooms, which can be achieved by making use of the potential of discourse. It involves creating conditions for pre-service teachers to critically and reflexively evaluate the justification of their assumptions in light of their own and peersí experiences to arrive at the most appropriate solution to be adopted as a guideline for future action.
Such discourse can and should occur in various contexts. One such context is elearning which, as an addition to face-to-face educational interaction during regular classes, creates a blended learning environment (Purg, 2011) , which, essentially, is a purposeful integration of online and offline learning (Whitehouse, 2008 ). An advantage of such a mode of studies is that it allows for a deeper and/or more detailed re-examination of the issues that learners manage to cover during the limiting timeframe of presence classes (Herden, 2011) . The current study rests on an approach to blending which involves creation of a discussion-intensive e-learning environment where students can, in parallel with attending regular classes at the university, engage is an ongoing reflexive conversation on their understanding of childrenís social exclusion in the classroom and debate possible solutions to this problem. The aim of the study is to determine if pre-service teachersí involvement in online reflexive discourse on childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings contributes to their professional development in terms of sense-making and orientation for action, i.e. enhanced awareness of themselves as key figures in reducing the problem in question and commitment to act upon this awareness.
Methodology
The research discussed in this paper is a fragment of a broader action research study conducted in the context of implementing the course ìEducation for Sustainable Developmentî in a regional university. The course belongs to the block of theoretical subjects and is mandatory to first-year students of professional bachelor programmes ìPreschool Teacherî and ìBasic Education Teacherî in the second semester of studies. Action research is used as an approach to course implementation. It is construed as a systematic, cyclical insider inquiry into a specific practice with a view to better understanding or improving it (Reason & Bradbury, 2008) . The inquiry within the study course is seen as unfolding on two planes: (1) studentsí inquiry into their way of framing controversial issues inherent in the sustainability debate and ensuing implications for their future teaching practice and (2) my as course tutorís inquiry into the practice of course implementation with a view to seeking ways to orient the frames of reference that students use to make sense of sustainability concerned teaching towards prevention and mitigation of childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings.
With each course repetition, the action research spans an entire academic year. The phase discussed in this paper unfolded in April-May 2011 and addressed the complexities of childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings and revolved around the figure of the teacher addressing this problem. The research phase involved 35 pre-service teachers. Their participation was voluntary. It was proposed as a means to diversify and deepen their learning about the sustainability of education with a specific focus on childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings. In view of the limited number of class hours within the course (90 minutes per week), and the vastness and complexity of the issues under scrutiny, course acquisition requires from the students extensive work beyond university walls ñ readings, discussions with peers and reflexive writings. Participation in this study served as a means to structure the learning which unfolds outside of the formalised classroom environment. 35 of the 39 female students enrolled in the two above-mentioned programmes consented to become involved.
Data were collected in a google.docs environment fine-tuned to the goal of the study. This environment was shaped in the form of an excel spreadsheet uploaded on a google.docs account specifically devised for investigative and pedagogical purposes of the present research. A separate worksheet was created for each of the twelve groups of learners (three to four students per group) according to a single template. The network of cells in the template was aligned along two axes: (1) horizontal axis with learnersí names and (2) vertical axis with nine facilitating questions and a set of indices for each ñ to answer the question, to comment on peersí answers, to question peersí answers, to respond to peersí comments and questions. The questions focused on the following aspects of childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings: the problematic nature of the phenomenon; the image of the ideal teacher fully prepared to deal with this issue ñ a professional possessing relevant knowledge, skills, attitudes, values and personality characteristics; learnersí projection of themselves against this envisioned ideal (what they already possess and still lack; where and how they can acquire what they lack); building personal commitment to address the problem of childrenís social exclusion in their future teaching practice (what they are willing and ready to do at the present point of their professional development); evaluation of this learning experience (tracing individual transformation in regards to making sense of exclusion and developing an inclination for preventive and remedial action).
The google.docs environment was shaped in the above-described way to approach the requirements for ideal discourse stipulated in transformative learning theory (Table 1) . Table 1 .
Evaluation of google.docs Spreadsheet as an Environment for Discourse
Features of discourse (Mezirow, 2003) Manifestations in google.docs spreadsheet Access to Link to the group spreadsheets e-mailed to all students; spreadsheets information accessible from any computer with an Internet connection Freedom from Involvement in discussion as a non-rated voluntary assignment coercion Equal opportuSpace within the spreadsheet for each student to express her opinion, nities to assume question and comment on peersí statements various roles Reflection on Facilitative questions to re-examine studentsí assumptions about social assumptions exclusion:why is childrenís social exclusion a challenge to be addressed (assumptions about the value of a phenomenon)what does the teacher need in order to address childrenís social exclusion in the classroom (assumptions about required professional knowledge-, skill-and attitude-set),what do you already possess and still lack from the required knowledge-, skill-and attitude-set (assumptions about oneself) where and how can you learn what you lack (assumptions about sources and legitimacy of knowledge), why is it important (assumptions about the value and purpose of teaching for inclusion) Space for students to synthesise their final perspective on an issue of and seeking conconcern after extended discussion with peers which involved critical sensus through feedback and response to critique synthesis of various viewpoints Making best tenta-Space for students to outline their decisions on the course of preventive tive judgement and remedial action they are ready and willing to pursue in their future teaching practice
The twelve groups of students worked in their google.docs spreadsheets over an extended period of six weeks. Each week, one to two new facilitating questions were added. Such gradual approach was applied to avoid overwhelming the learners with excessive demands and thus keep them motivated to participate. Metaphorically, this approach can be viewed as a spiral of inquiry characteristic to action research where an issue of concern is repeatedly explored from slightly different angles (Herr & Anderson, 2005) .
Possible challenges to the usage of a google.docs spreadsheet as an environment for learning in teacher education for sustainability are ease of access (learners must have Internet access), maintaining motivation (keeping learners active throughout the period), interdependent nature of co-learning through asynchronous communication (learners cannot comment or question peersí viewpoints until the latter are expressed). The first challenge was not relevant to the present study as the university provides free Wi-Fi services in the lobby and free admission to computerised workstations with Internet access in the library. The second and third challenges were addressed jointly by ensuring constant tutorís presence, support and encouragement both offline during regular face-to-face classes as well as online via e-mail, as suggested in relevant literature (Whitehouse, 2008) .
Data analysis was grounded in the emic research tradition (Druckman, 2005) which assumes that the researcher operates from an insiderís position in a given context and that analytic categories are case-specific rather than universal and independent from data. The studentsí discourse was analysed with the method of qualitative content analysis by applying the inductive approach which involves generation of case-specific categories from repeated readings of the data set, a procedure also known as emergent coding (Stemler, 2001) . Pseudonyms were assigned to all participants to preserve their anonymity and observe the ethical principle of confidentiality during data analysis and presentation (Flick, 2007) .
Findings
Data analysis suggests that the research participantsí discourse focuses on debating the dilemmas inherent in teaching for childrenís social inclusion in classroom settings. These dilemmas revolve around a number of opposing categories which denote participantsí assumptions about a teaching practice which aims to prevent and mitigate childrenís social exclusion in the classroom (Table 2) . As seen from the table, if added, the number of pre-service teachers whose discourse evidences two opposing assumptions often exceeds the total number of participants (35). It means that the students involved in the study do not regard these dilemmas in clear-cut either-or terms. Table 2 illustrates it with quotes from one student, Lillian, who appears to hold assumptions which lead her to simultaneously embrace both punishment and support as approaches to reducing childrenís social exclusion. When discussing the topic with her peers, Lillian contemplates: ìShould the teacher be strict or sweet? Perhaps there is another, third answer...î Such dilemmas are numerous: to support or to punish, to observe uniformity or to respect diversity, to depend on theory or on practice, to aim for transmission or for transformation, to rely on sense or on sensibility? The studentsí discourse suggests that they do not choose between the two but combine both in their views on teaching.
These assumptions underpin what is known in action research theory as participantsí espoused theories ñ what they think they should do, would do or do in particular circumstances (Reason, 2003; Gravett, 2004; Cassell & Johnson, 2006; Freedman & Rogers, 2009 ). The espoused theories of the participants of the present action research appear as emergent, fluid and ambivalent rather than complete, stone-solid and definite. It thus follows that the teacherís establishing a notion of teaching for childrenís social inclusion in classroom settings is an emergent process best viewed as movement along a series of continua. Sometimes one finds oneself closer to one end of a continuum, sometimes ñ the other. The implications of such a perspective for the practice of teaching aimed at reducing childrenís social exclusion in the classroom are discussed at length in the following section.
Continuum of Teaching for Inclusion: Mapping the Way
Successful teaching implies an ongoing teacherís professional development. Arguably, its most apt metaphorical representation a journey ñ picking oneís path, negotiating obstacles, avoiding pitfalls, bridging gaps and celebrating milestones. Such journey is not a straightforward affair. Twists and turns along the way are plentiful. Consequently, progression towards the goal of a more successful teaching for sustainability, which, as argued above, subsumes reducing childrenís social exclusion in the classroom, necessitates constant choice-making. To pause or to accelerate, to move straight ahead or to take a turn, right or left, this way or that? Such are the dilemmas that teachers face on a daily basis.
To be able to make wise and informed choices, awareness is essential. Steady progress is impossible if one stumbles across such a complex terrain as teaching blindly or haphazardly. The likelihood of reaching the aim with efficiency increases if one takes conscious, purposeful steps. It means that teachers should be aware of the choices they make in their teaching for sustainability, not least in working to reduce childrenís social exclusion in the classroom. To do that, teachers need a relevant tool to use in their reflexive practice as they negotiate their way, a blueprint map on which to chart their progress.
Such a blueprint (Figure 1 ) is proposed as the outcome of the action research study discussed in this paper. It outlines the choices that the research participants believe they will have to face once they become full-fledged teachers and embark on their professional teaching journey. Figure 1 , which contains a number of opposing categories, is a graphic representation of these choices, proposed as a tool that pre-service teachers can use during training as they envision their future practice and construct their professional frames of reference ñ surface the assumptions which they believe will underpin their practice of teaching for childrenís social inclusion in classroom settings. Metaphorically speaking, it can serve as a blueprint map on which to chart the prospective path of their professional journey. Across some categories, one would find oneself closer to the right-hand side of the continuum, at other times and with other aspects of teaching, somewhere around the middle, in still other instances ñ veering towards the left. But always, at all times, teaching will involve a compromise between the two extremes. And that is an important lesson to learn for pre-service teachers who often expect clear-cut answers to the complex issues they should face once they begin teaching. Arguably, this reflexive tool might also be used by in-service teachers as they reflect on their actual teaching practice and try to uncover their professional frames of reference which can turn out to be a valuable eye-opening experience.
The proposed tool is essentially qualitative, deliberately designed to be non-quantifiable. For how can one measure an inclination towards one or other end of the continuum in terms of numbers? How can one measure, for instance, the extent to which one believes that oneís own or oneís colleaguesí experience can help solve cases of childrenís social exclusion in oneís classroom and yet, at the same time, feels that this experience should be backed with or compared against relevant theoretical literature on the subject. If there is a way to do it, it is doubtful if pre-service teachers actually need such quantified data. What they do need is a way to reflect on and become aware of the assumptions they hold about teaching (Gravett, 2004) . Such awareness will prove invaluable once they begin their careers as their practice will be less tentative and more deliberate, imbuing them with a much needed sense of certainty, purpose and direction to negotiate a path across such complex terrain as teaching for childrenís social inclusion in classroom settings.
Uncovering Beginnings of Transformation
The underlying pedagogical goal of this action research phase was to inspire preservice teachers to look at themselves as key figures in the field of mitigating childrenís social exclusion in the classroom. It was hoped that the experience of engagement in action research would lead to some desired changes in the participants, more specifically, awaken them to addressing exclusion in their future teaching practice.
To determine if such a change occurred, the students were encouraged to evaluate their experience of participation in the current action research phase ñ reflect in a free written form on its implications for their personal and professional growth, on the lessons learned and discoveries made. The evaluation was voluntary and 27 out of 35 participants responded to this opportunity to reflect on their learning. 8 chose not to comment, and their decision was respected. Qualitative content analysis of studentsí written evaluations suggests that they have indeed undergone some personally significant transformations (Table 3) . The table suggests that the action research phase discussed in this paper appears to have been successful in triggering significant changes in the participants. The students report on having become more conscious of the problem, which is a crucial first step towards reducing childrenís social exclusion in the classroom (Ged˛˚ne & Ged˛˚ne, 2010) . They claim to have come to value learning from their peers in an atmosphere of companionship, inquisitiveness and respect which permeated the purposefully created discussion-intensive learning environment of google.docs. Such a perspective bodes well for the research participantsí professional development in the future in that they should be likely to be open towards learning from insights and experiences of colleagues. The students argue to have become much more emotionally concerned with the problem of childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings. They appear to care deeply and personally about it. These findings are consistent with our previous investigations (Ged˛˚ne & Ged˛˚ne, 2012) which indicate that pre-service teachers tend to make sense of social exclusion in affective terms ñ as a mode of relationships that brings about negative affective experiences. Owing to their very recent background as schoolchildren, prospective educators relate deeply and personally to the affective dimension of social exclusion in that they are disposed to empathise with children suffering from it. If one aims to encourage a profound and steadfast commitment to reducing social exclusion in classroom settings among prospective educators, this empathetic capacity and inclination should be tapped into during teacher training. Finally, the research participants exhibit a firm commitment to preventing and mitigating childrenís social exclusion in their classrooms once they become full-fledged pedagogues.
These are promising findings. Yet can they be considered changes? One might rightfully wonder if perhaps these very same perspectives on childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings were already held by the students before their involvement in action research. Studentsí own voices as they reflect on their action research experience appear to successfully counter this misgiving. The participants comment upon their personal transformations in quite explicit terms: It thus appears that the proposed action research experience of learning about social exclusion through involvement in reflexive discourse in an e-learning environment of google.docs has indeed initiated the beginnings of significant transformations in preservice teachersí frames of reference used to make sense of this problem. The study implies that the performed action research was transformative in that it contributed to a heightened awareness of childrenís social exclusion in the classroom among prospective early childhood educators and their awakened commitment to become teachers capable of addressing this problem.
Discussion and Conclusion
This action research study explored one salient aspect of teacher education for sustainability ñ preparation of prospective preschool and basic education teachers to deal with childrenís social exclusion in the classroom. According to Miles, Harrison and Cutter-Mackenzie (2006) , pre-service teachers begin their university studies with established knowledge and beliefs which are grounded in their lived experiences, so the task of teacher education is to encourage students to re-examine and deconstruct them.
Consequently, the present study involved pre-service teachersí in online reflexive discourse on childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings and aimed to determine if such discursive exploration of their assumptions contributes to their professional development in terms of sense-making and orientation for action, i.e. enhances awareness of themselves as key figures in reducing the problem in question and supports commitment to act upon this awareness.
The findings suggest evidence to the transformative nature of the proposed model of online learning in critical, reflexive discourse with peers. Increased awareness and strengthened commitment emerge as the outcomes of such learning along with appreciation of co-learning from experience and legitimization of thus gained personally relevant knowledge inherent therein. In addition, the findings indicate that the research participants report on having become emotionally sensitized to childrenís social exclusion in classroom settings. Emotional involvement with an issue of concern is crucial for its thorough understanding. According to Newton and Goodman (2009) , emotions greatly impact human ability to understand other persons or phenomena. Understanding someoneís experience is only possible if one recalls a similar experience in oneís own past and allows the former to resonate with the latter (Newton & Goodman, 2009 ). The discussion intensive online learning environment of google.docs used in this study created a context for such re-evocation, resonance and subsequent awakening, thereby adding another dimension to the research participantsí sense-making of exclusion.
According to King (2010) nowadays universities should serve as loci of seeking not only knowledge, but also wisdom of sustainable living. Arguably, such wisdom is achievable through critical examination of oneís attitudes, prejudices and underlying assumptions (King, 2010) . This study proposes a reflexive tool for such exploration ñ a blueprint map which can be used in pre-service teacher education to enable students to chart their intended progress along the uneven terrain that is preparation to teach in ways that would mitigate and prevent childrenís social exclusion in classroom setting. This tool allows for reflection on how prospective educators intend to negotiate their way around the dilemmas inherent in teaching with the above orientation. Arguably, the usage of this tool can become a powerful eye-opening experience in that it can help pre-service teachers uncover their tacit assumptions about teaching and lead them towards viewing their professional development as an emergent process which involves constant movement along a number of continua. This is an important direction for further research which merits close investigation in the future.
Finally, it is important to emphasise that the present research report should be approached with some reservation due to the case-specific nature of this qualitative study which is an important limitation that precludes abstract generalisation. Nevertheless, it is to be hoped that the findings and insights outlined in this paper can prove useful by inspiring or informing the practice of pre-service teacher education in similar contexts.
